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Foreword

Ten years ago you sent me a letter and today you get your answer. What
you wrote (I am quoting from the original) was this:

“...Yes, but how about geography? No, I don’t merely want a new °
geography. I want a geography of my own, a geography that shall tell me what
I want to know and omit everything else and I want you to write it for me. I
went to a school where they took the subject very seriously. I learned all about
the different countries and how they were bounded and about the cities and
how many inhabitants they had and I learned the names of all the mountains
and how high they were and how much coal was exported every year, and I
forgot all these things just as fast as 1 had learned them. They failed fo connect.
They resolved themselves into a jumble of badly digested recollections, like a
museum too full of pictures or a concert that has lasted too long. And they were
of no earthly value to me, for evety time I needed some concrete fact, I had to
look it up on maps and in atlases and encyclopedias and blue books. I suppose
that many others have suffered in the same way. On behalf of all these poor
victims, will you please give us a new geography that will be of some use? Put

all the mountains and the cities and the oceans on your maps and then tell us
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only about the people who live in those, places and why they are there and
a sort of human interest

where they came from and what they are doing
story applied to geography. And please stress the countries that are really
interesting and don’t pay quite so much attention to the others that are merely
names, for then we will be able to remember all about them, but otherwise...”
And I, eager as always to oblige when I receive a command from your

hands, turn around and say, “My dear, here it is!”

HENDRIK WILLEM VAN LOON
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Just A Moment Before We Go Any Further While I Tell You How To
Use This Book :
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JUST A MOMENT BEFORE
WE GO ANY FURTHER WHILE I
TELL YOU HOW TO

- USE THIS BOOK

This book should be read with an atlas. There are a large number of
excellent atlases and almost any one will do. For atlases are like dictionaries.
Even a bad one is better than none at all.

As you will soon discover, there are quite a number of maps in this volume
but these are not meant as a substitute for a regular atlas. I drew them merely to
show you the many ways of approach to the subject under discussion and (if 1
must tell the truth) to get you personally interested in drawing maps according
to your own notion of the geographical right and wrong. You see, flat maps,
however ingeniously conceived, must be somewhat out of gear. The only
approximately correct maps are those pasted on globes but even our globes are
not entirely above suspicion for they should really be spheroids. We make them
spheres merely for the sake of convenience. The earth, of course, is slightly
flattened near the poles but it would take a gigantic globe to show the
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difference, and so we need not worry about that minor irregularity. Get yourself
a globe (I wrote this book with the help of a ten-cent-store globe which was
really a pencil-sharpener) and use it to your heart’s content, but remember that
it is an “approximation” and not an “established fact”. The “established facts”
will only enter into your life if you should try to qualify for a master mariner’s
certificate. But in that case, you would have to spend many years mastering an
exceedingly difficult branch of science; and this book was not written for
specialists but for the average reader who wants to get some general ideas
about the planet upon which he happens to live. )

Now let me tell you one thing. The best and most convenient way to learn
geography is to revaluate everything into pictures.

Don’t copy me or anybody else. Look at my pictures if you care to do so,
but regard them merely as a sort of geographical appetizer, as polite
suggestions for the meal you intend ’to prepare yourself by and by.

I have tried to give you quite a number of samples according to the
geographical notions of the author himself. I have drawn you two-dimensional
maps and three-dimensional maps. It will take you some time to get
accustomed to these three-dimensional contraptions but, once you see them,

- you will no longer like the two-dimensional variety. I have given you maps as
seen from mountain tops and according to the different angles from which you
are able to contemplate a landscape. And I have given you maps as seen from
aeroplanes and Zeppelins and the sort of maps we might expect to see if the
oceans should run dry. I have given you a few maps which are merely pretty
and ornamental and others which resemble geometrical patterns. Take your
choice and then draw your own maps according to your own notions of how the
thing should be done.

Draw maps...Get yourself a small. glbbe or a large globe and an atlas. Buy
yourself a pencil and a pad of paper and then draw your own pictures.

For there is only one way in which you can learn geography so that you

draw pictures.

will never forget it
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C_DfT sounds incredible, but nevertheless it is true. If everybody in this
world of ours were six feet tall and a foot and a half wide and a foot thick (and
that is making people a little bigger than they usually are), then the whole of
the human race (and according to the latest available statistics there are now
nearly 2,000,000,000 descendants of the original Homo Sapiens and his wife)
could be packed into a box measuring half a mile in each direction. That, as I
just said, sounds incredible, but if you don’t believe me, figure it out for
yourself and you will find it to be correct.

If we transported that box to the Grand Canyon of Arizona and balanced it
neatly on the low stone wall that keeps people from breaking their necks when
stunned by the incredible beauty of that silent witness of the forces of Eternity,
and then called little Noodle, the dachshund, and told him (the tiny beast is
very intelligent and loves to oblige) to give the unwieldy contraption a slight
push with his soft brown nose, there would be a moment of crunching and
ripping as the wooden planks loosened stones and shrubs and trees on their
downward path, and then a low and even softer bumpity-bumpity-bump and a
sudden splash when the outer edges struck the banks of the Colorado River.

Then silence and oblivion!

The astronomers on distant and nearby planets would have noticed nothing
out of the ordinary.

A century from now, a little mound, densely covered with vegetable
matter, would perhaps indicate where humanity lay buried.

And that would be all.

I can well imagine that some of my readers will not quite like this story
and will feel rather uncomfortable when they see their own proud race reduced

to such proportions of sublime insignificance.
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